P
ublishing manuscripts in the peer-reviewed literature is essential for the advancement of both science and healthcare. 1 For those who work in academic environments, including residency or fellowship training programs, disseminating one's work in peer-reviewed journals and other forums is important for career progression. Despite these benefits, the process of submitting a manuscript to a peer-reviewed journal can be daunting. The apprehension many clinicians feel often stems from a lack of formal training or mentoring related to the publication process. The fear of rejection combined with the expected criticism from peers prevents some individuals from pursuing publishing opportunities. The purpose of this commentary is to provide readers with an overview of the publication process, the potential outcomes to expect, how to handle rejection, how to respond to reviewer comments, and how to revise a manuscript. We are hopeful that this information will help ease anxiety and increase the likelihood of successful publication.
The publication process: What should authors expect? Publishing in the biomedical literature starts with a novel idea. Scholarship can take on many forms, and unique ideas can emerge from observing patients in practice, examining data from previous studies to gain a broader understanding of a problem and its solutions, testing a new teaching strategy, or measuring the outcomes of a service. Given the proliferation of scholarly journals 1 and the often-unnecessary overlap of published studies, 2 developing a novel idea is critical. The work must then be conducted using appropriate methods and analysis of findings, if applicable. A high-quality manuscript must then be written [3] [4] [5] and formatted according to the target journal's requirements. Once the paper is submitted, the waiting begins.
The publication processes of biomedical journals differ somewhat from one journal to the next, but commonalities exist. In general, a submitted manuscript undergoes initial review by 1 of the journal's editors. If he or she deems the topic sufficiently novel and of potential interest to the journal's readers, the manuscript will be sent out for peer review. The number of peer reviewers enlisted to provide feedback on a manuscript differs from journal to journal, but in our experience, reviews may be received from as few as 2 and as many as 4 reviewers. The peer-review process may be single blind (with the authors being blinded to the reviewers but not vice versa), double-blind (both authors and reviewers are blinded), or open (neither the authors nor the reviewers are blinded to each other's identity). Once the reviewers provide their critique to the journal editor, the decision is made by the editorial team regarding the manuscript's suitability for publication. The duration of peer review can vary; typically, authors will receive an initial decision within 4-8 weeks. The final publication of the manuscript can take up to a year (or more in some cases) from the time of submission.
The initial decision will take 1 of 3 general forms: rejection, invitation to revise and resubmit, or acceptance without revisions. A rejection can be issued after the initial screening of the manuscript by the editor, usually within days, or after the peer-review process. For many highly competitive journals, the majority of unsolicited manuscripts are rejected. Therefore, an invitation to revise and resubmit should be viewed as a positive outcome. An offer of acceptance without revisions is uncommon after the first round of reviews. Authors should feel elated at such news, but due caution should be exercised. Predatory journals often seek to quickly accept manuscripts in order to charge hefty publication fees. 1 How to handle manuscript rejection. Receiving a rejection notification from a peer-reviewed journal can be very disappointing, particularly given the significant effort required to conduct the scholarly work and draft the manuscript. Occasionally, the peer reviewers' comments can be dismissive or hurtful. Rather than being discouraged, use the feedback from the editors and peer reviewers to improve the work with intentions of submitting it to a different journal. 6 Previous studies have shown that more than half of all initially rejected manuscripts are successfully published within 2 years. 7 If the work was important enough to have been conducted, then authors should persevere and submit it to another journal.
Do not dismiss the comments received with the rejection notice. There was a reason that the journal editors chose not to publish the work. Submitting the unaltered manuscript to a new journal runs the risk of receiving the same peer reviewers, who will likely not be happy that their comments were ignored. Take the time to carefully read the comments. A study of the dermatology literature revealed that of the manuscripts rejected by the Journal of the American Academy of Dermatology, those that incorporated revisions from the initial peer review and were resubmitted to other journals were more often published in a journal with a higher impact factor than those manuscripts resubmitted without the incorporation of changes. 8 Was there a fatal flaw (i.e., a flaw that deems a manuscript-even with major revisions-irreparable) identified in the work? If so, strongly consider whether it is still appropriate to pursue publication. If no fatal flaws were identified, consider whether the journal was the most appropriate choice for the manuscript. Would a different category of journal be a better fit? These considerations, along with appropriate revisions to the manuscript based on reviewer comments, can appreciably increase the likelihood of subsequent acceptance.
Tips for successful revision and resubmission of manuscripts. An invitation to revise and resubmit a manuscript is a positive outcome; it means that the work was generally reviewed favorably by the editorial team or the external reviewers or both. The journal would like to pursue publication, but only if revisions are made. It is not an offer of acceptance, but rather the work will be reconsidered after careful revision. Other publications have offered tips to help guide authors through the revision and resubmission processes. 7, [9] [10] [11] Here are a few tips that we believe authors should consider.
Tip 1: Review the editor's letter carefully. 9 The initial decision letter from the editor of the journal can take many forms. Thus, it is important to carefully read the letter before proceeding. 9 This letter can provide valuable information about the level of interest the journal has in the manuscript. It also provides critical information about revision deadlines that must be met. The following is an example of text that may be part of a decision letter: "The reviewers have concerns with your paper, and major revisions would be needed to make it acceptable. Therefore, if you choose to make such changes to your paper and resubmit it, you must respond to the reviewers' comments and revise your manuscript accordingly. Your paper may be acceptable for publication provided you can satisfactorily respond to the reviewers' comments." This response suggests that the manuscript still has a chance of being published in this journal but the authors will likely need to make substantial changes to the manuscript. At this point, the author team should review the comments and determine if it is possible to address the concerns noted.
The editor may highlight specific comments from the peer reviewers that must be addressed in the revision. These recommendations should be followed, as they can increase the likelihood that a revision is accepted. Sometimes it is not clear in the initial decision letter what must be revised. In these instances, the corresponding author of the manuscript can contact the journal editor to seek clarification. This can be particularly useful when a manuscript requires major revision, as the journal editor can highlight the areas of highest priority.
Tip 2: Relax, take a breath, then proceed. 9 It is rare that a manuscript is accepted for publication without revision. Thus, expect to receive comments, both positive and negative, from the editors and reviewers. The peer-review process is meant to improve the quality of a manuscript. 12, 13 This often comes with substantial recommendations for change. Novice authors may have difficulty receiving criticism. Feelings of anger and frustration are natural reactions. However, defensively responding to the peer reviewers' comments or allowing negative emotion to interfere with judgment is likely counterproductive and should be avoided. When a "revise and resubmit" decision is received, allow 1 or 2 days to pass before re-reading and responding to the letter to allow these negative emotions to pass. Approach revisions with a clear and calm head. The decision letter should be shared with the entire author team, and a collective plan to revise the manuscript should be made.
Tip 3: Re-read and follow the author guidelines. Before beginning the process of responding to comments and revising the manuscript, check the author or resubmission guidelines of the journal. Whether on the journal's website, on the submission site, or attached to the decision letter, these guidelines should be carefully reviewed and followed. Does the journal want a track-changes or highlighted version in addition to a clean version or only a clean version? Are there limits for word count, numbers of tables and figures, and number of references? Lastly, make sure to submit the revision by the deadline. If an extension is needed, communicate with the editorial office early in the process.
Tip 4: Prioritize the comments. 10 While all comments from peer reviewers and editors need to be addressed in a revision, prioritizing them based on perceived importance and complexity can be helpful. 10 Editors and reviewers may provide insight regarding the importance of specific recommendations in their remarks to the author. Some suggestions for revision may be considered mandatory for publication by the editors or reviewers, but this should be clear in their remarks to the author. It may be impossible to make some changes, such as those related to study methods, and requests for additional analyses invariably take more time. While spelling and grammar advice should not be the focus of peer reviewers' remarks, 12 these types of errors are easy to fix. If the peer re-viewers or editorial team do not make it explicitly clear which comments are of highest priority, determine which recommendations are most likely to enhance the quality of the paper. The revisions that will take the most time or require the most substantive response should be preferentially made. Acceptance often hinges on these more-substantive comments.
Tip 5: Determine which battles are worth fighting. 9 Contrary to what many believe, it is not necessary to agree with and make all of the recommended changes received from peer reviewers or editors. However, it is extremely important to choose these battles wisely. 9 If the recommended change does not substantially alter the meaning or intent of the manuscript, then it should be graciously made. These acts are viewed favorably by peer reviewers and editors, as it shows that the author is open to suggestions and amenable to improvements. It is not uncommon for a reviewer to detect issues with a manuscript that were not apparent to an author team. These recommendations can truly enhance the quality of the paper, and these types of contributions should be appreciatively acknowledged. However, it is also acceptable to respectfully disagree with a reviewer's comments. Remember that the role of the reviewer is one of a consultant rather than coauthor. 10 Therefore, any changes that the author believes will significantly alter the manuscript in a negative manner can be challenged. Authors should not be antagonistic in their response and should not state that the reviewer is "wrong." Rather, state that the reviewer's point is acknowledged and appreciated; however, the author team has come to a different conclusion. Next, provide a detailed and, when appropriate, referenced explanation, supporting the authors' point of view. There are times that a reviewer feels very strongly about a point and an author team feels strongly otherwise. This is a scenario that must be carefully considered with the entire author team; accommodating the reviewer's concerns by acknowledging them in the discussion section of the paper may be appropriate. Despite providing a carefully worded and thorough rebuttal, a reviewer may continue to disagree. If a reviewer's comment is a matter of interpretation rather than fact and does not ultimately affect the conclusions of the manuscript, it is advisable to speak with the editor, who is the ultimate arbiter when there are disagreements, before making the change. Authors should not let pride or ego impede publication success.
If an author feels that a reviewer may have misunderstood a point made in the manuscript, he or she must consider whether the writing is sufficiently clear. Authors spend so much time crafting and revising manuscripts that they may not recognize wording that might be misconstrued. Often, a statement can be rewritten in a manner that keeps the meaning intact but conveys a clearer message.
It is also challenging to address seemingly divergent comments from different reviewers. For example, if reviewer 1 recommends shortening the article title and reviewer 2 recommends lengthening the title, the author team will need to make a decision about which recommendation to follow. Another option is to engage the journal's editorial staff and seek their advice about the divergent comments. Perhaps both reviewers' comments can be addressed to ultimately improve the manuscript. In our example, perhaps more specific terminology can be used that adds clarity (satisfying reviewer 2) while shortening the overall title (satisfying reviewer 1).
Tip 6: Appreciate the reviewer's time. 7 It is important to remember that peer reviewers, in most cases, are volunteers. Be appreciative of and acknowledge the reviewers. 7 Be polite with responses, such as "We appreciate you pointing out this potential confounder and have addressed it by significantly expanding the discussion section. See page X, paragraph Y, lines A through F in the revised paper." Similarly, when reviewers are complimentary of the manuscript, thank them.
Tip 7: Include the reviewer's comments along with your responses. 9 There is often a significant lag between when a reviewer critiques a manuscript and when the journal receives the revision. The manuscript also may be sent out for re-review. In such cases, typically, the same reviewers are invited to examine the revised paper. Alternatively, the editor may elect to make a decision without sending the paper out for a second review. The editor and reviewers are unlikely to recall all of the comments from the initial peer review. Authors should make the job easier by simply copying and pasting each comment from each reviewer in the response letter. After each comment, provide a response. 9 As the formatting of a manuscript may have changed, it is helpful to provide the reviewer with the specific section (and preferably page and line numbers) in the paper where the reviewer's comment has been addressed. If a track-changes version is not required by the journal, include the exact wording change in the response; this makes the reviewers' job easier in that they do not have to hunt through the revised paper. If a reviewer's comment is similar to another reviewer's, we recommend against merely stating "see response to reviewer 1, comment 5." Provide a detailed response to each comment made by each reviewer. Since there are no word limits to response letters, clarity is more important than brevity.
Tip 8: Consider reviewing the literature before resubmitting. 10 After the revisions have been made and responses have been carefully, respectfully, and thoughtfully crafted, consider updating the manuscript based on new and important literature relevant to the field or topic. 10 Whether the paper is a review of a therapeutic approach for managing a disease or presents findings of an original investigation, pertinent new information may have been published during the peer-review and revision processes. An important as-pect of any manuscript is to provide readers with the most current information about the topic to help put the findings into perspective. If an influential paper was published during the review and revision processes, do not ignore it but rather acknowledge and include it. The editors or reviewers may well have seen the new information and may insist that it be added to the revised manuscript, thus delaying publication by weeks or months as the paper undergoes another round of revisions and reviews. Hence, it makes sense to proactively update the literature review before resubmission.
Conclusion. Navigating the peerreview process can be intimidating. Rejection and criticism can be difficult to handle, especially in the early years of an author's career. Ultimately, authors should use peer reviews to improve the quality of their work, enhancing their short-and long-term publication success. 
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